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ETHNOCENTRISM AND FEMINISM: USING A 
CONTEXTUAL METHODOLOGY IN INTERNATIONAL 
WOMEN'S RIGHTS ADVOCACY AND EDUCATION 
ANTOINETTE SEDILLO LOPEZ* 
In the 1990's, international human rights discourse included a dis-
quieting debate about a perceived clash between universal human rights 1 
and respect for culture.2 Nowhere did this debate play out more vigor-
ously than in the area of women's rights. 3 This debate was troubling. 4 
Professor of Law, University of New Mex}co. I would like to thank Lorena 
Olmos for her research assistance. 
1. Universalism is the belief that "international human rights like equal pro-
tection or physical security or free speech, religion and association are, and must be the 
same everywhere." INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS IN CONTEXT 192 (Henry J. Steiner & 
Philip Alston eds., 1996). 
2. See, e.g., Karen Engle, Culture and Human Rights: The Asian Values De-
bate in Context, 32 N.Y.U. J. INT'L L. & POL. 291 (2000) (describing ways in which cul-
ture has been used in human rights discourse); Makau-wa Mutua, The Ideology of Human 
Rights, 36 VA. J. INT'L L. 589 (1996) (arguing that human rights discourse develops west-
ern liberal political traditions). Michael Posner, Reflections on the Vienna Conference on 
Human Rights, 91 A.S.l.L. PROC. 308, 317 (1997) (finding that despite a push from some 
states to stress cultural relativity, the Vienna Declaration reaffirmed the universality of 
human rights); Christina M. Cerna, Universality of Human Rights and Cultural Diversity: 
Implementation of Human Rights in Different Socio-Cultural Contexts, 16 HUM. RTS. Q. 
740 (1994); Panel Discussion, What is a Human Right: Universals and the Challenge of 
Cultural Relativism, 11 PACEINT'LL. REV. 107 (1999). 
3. See, e.g., Frances E. Olsen, Feminism in Central and Eastern Europe: Risks 
and Possibilities of American Engagement, 106 YALE L.J. 2215, 2223 (1997) (noting that 
Western feminists are often accused of supporting Western imperialism). L. Amede 
Obiora, Feminism, Globalization, and Culture: After Beijing, 4 IND. J. GLOBAL LEGAL 
STUD. 355 (1997); Shefali Desai, Hearing Afghan Women 's Voices: Feminist Theories 
Reconceptualization of Women's Rights, 16 ARIZ. J . INT'L & COMP. L. 805 (2000); Elaine 
Mountis, Cultural Relativity and Universalism: Reevaluating Women's Rights in a Multi-
cultural Context, 15 DICK. J. INT'L L. 113 (1996); Hope Lewis, Between 'Irua' and 'Fe-
male Genital Mutilation ', 8 HARV. HUM. RTS. J. 1 (1995); Anne Orford, Contesting Glob-
alization: A Feminist Perspective on the Future of Human Rights, 8 TRANSNAT'L L. & 
CONTEMP. PROBS. 171 (1998); Barbara Stark, Women and Globalization: The Failure of 
the Postmodern Possibilities of International Law, 33 VAND. J. TRANSNAT'L L. 503 
(2000); Tracy E . Higgins, Anti-Essentialism, Relativism, and Human Rights, 19 HARV. 
WOMEN'S L.J. 89 (1996). 
4. See Holly Maguigan, Cultural Evidence and Male Violence: Are Feminists 
and Multiculturalists Reformers on a Collision Course in Criminal Courts? 70 N.Y.U. L. 
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Many women had banded together as part of a global women's movement 
to invade the international human rights arena.5 That this movement 
might be seen as imperialistic concerned many of us who worked on in-
ternational women's issues. 
A global glance at the status of women continues to reveal a uni-
versal truth: women, particularly women of color or women of minority 
racial groups, experience subordination across borders, across cultures 
and across social groups or classes.6 The devaluation of women is evi-
denced by the aborting of female fetuses and killing of female babies in 
China and lndia.7 The reproductive control of women is severely limited 
in many other countries.8 Young girls in Africa, the Middle East and 
elsewhere experience female genital surgeries.9 Aboriginal women in 
Australia suffer violence from outside and within the aboriginal commu-
nity, yet are wary about the feminist movement because of the history of 
racism and colonialism. 10 Women of color in the United States face dis-
REV. 36, 64-65 (1995) (discussing how feminism and multiculturalism can be seen as 
having conflicting goals). 
5. See SISTERHOOD Is GLOBAL: THE INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S MOVEMENT 
ANTHOLOGY (Robin Morgan ed., 1990); cf. Susan Moller Okin, Feminism, Women's Hu-
man Rights, and Cultural Differences, 13 HYPATIA-A JOURNAL OF FEMINIST PHILOSOPHY 
42 (1998). 
6. See GLOBAL CRITICAL RACE FEMINISM: AN INT'L READER (Adrien Katherine 
Wing ed., 2000); SISTERHOOD IS GLOBAL: THE INT'L WOMEN'S MOVEMENT ANTHOLOGY 
(Robin Morgan ed., 1990). 
7. Female Infanticide, (visited April 2, 2001) 
<http://www.gendercide.org/case_infanticide.html>; Sharon K. Hom, Female Infanticide 
in China: The Human Rights Specter and Thoughts Towards (An)Other Vision, 23 
COLUM. HUM. RTS. L. REV. 249-314 (1992). 
8. BETSY HARTMANN, REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS AND WRONGS: THE GLOBAL 
POLITICS OF POPULATION CONTROL AND CONTRACEPTIVE CHOICE (1987); Carlos G. Velez-
I, Se me Acabo La Cancion: An Ethnography of Non-Consenting Sterilizations Among 
Mexican Women in Los Angeles, in LATINA ISSUES: FRAGMENTS OF HISTORIA (Ella) (Her-
story) (Antoinette Sedillo Lopez ed. , 1999); Mexico "Forcibly Sterilizing" Poor Women 
Group, Reuters North American Wire, Oct. 11, 1996, available in LEXIS-NEXIS library, 
Reuters File; Juan Jose Ramos Silvina Llovet, Induced Abortion in Latin America: Strate-
gies for Future Social Research, 6 REPROD. HEALTH MATTERS 61 (1998). 
9. See, e.g., Kay Boulware-Miller, Female Circumcision: Challenges to the 
Practice as a Human Rights Violation, 8 HARV. WOMEN'S L.J. 155, 166 (1985); Holly 
Maguigan, Will Prosecutions for "Female Genital Mutilation" Stop the Practice in the 
U.S.?, 8 TEMP. POL. & Civ. RTS. L. REV. 391 (1999). For a summary of legal, regulatory, 
and policy initiatives in 41 countries aimed at stopping the practice of female genital 
mutilation, see Nahid Toubia, Female Genital Mutilation: A Guide to Laws and Policies 
Worldwide, 31 STUDIES IN FAMILY PLANNING 349 (2000); Layli Miller Bashir, Female 
Genital Mutilation in the United States: An Examination of Criminal and Asylum Law, 4 
AM. U. J. GENDER & L. 415 (1996). 
10. See Penelope E. Andrews, Violence Against Aboriginal Women in Austra-
lia: Possibilities for Redress within the International Human Rights Framework, 60 ALB. 
L. REV. 917 (1997); Larissa Behendt, Aboriginal Women and the White Lies of the Femi-
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crimination in employment while immigrant women experience horrific 
exploitation.11 Black women in South Africa struggle to attempt to 
achieve racial and gender justice.12 Domestic violence is prevalent 
throughout the world. 13 International trafficking of women is shocking in 
its reach.14 Middle class women in the United States complain of a gen-
der gap15 in wages and inadequate day care, 16 without thinking about the 
fact that their lifestyle relies directly on the exploitation of poor women 
and women of color who are their housekeepers and nannies, and work in 
factories under exploitative circumstances.17 Global statistics on poverty 
reveal that women are more likely to be poor than men. 18 
nist Movement: Implications for Aboriginal Women in Rights Discourse, 1 AUSTRALIAN 
FEMINIST L.J. 27 (1993); Chilla Bulbeck, The Dialogue Between White Feminism and 
Indigenous Women, 6 LILA-ASIA PACIFIC WOMEN'S STUD. J. 41 (1996). 
11. Leni Lasang-De Mesa & Bandina Martin, Women on the Move, 
PROCEEDINGS OF THE WORKSHOP ON HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES AGAINST IMMIGRANT AND 
REFUGEE WOMEN (1993). 
12. See Penelope Andrews, Violence Against Women in South Africa: The Role 
of Culture and the Limitations of Law, 8 TEMP. POL. & Crv. RTS. L. REV 425 (1999). 
13. Dorothy Q. Thomas & Michele E. Beaseley, Domestic Violence as a Hu-
man Rights Issue, 58 ALB. L. REv. 1119 (1995) (detailing the occurrence of violence 
within the family around the globe and proposing the use of international law to combat 
it); Rahika Coomaraswamy, Violence Against Women in the Family, Integration of the 
Human Rights of Women and the Gender Perspective: Violence Against.Women, United 
Nations Commission on Human Rights Fifty Fifth Session E/CN, 411999/68, 10-11, 
March 10, 1999 (finding that states are failing in their obligation to prevent, investigate 
and prosecute violence against women in the family); A Troubled Inheritance: An Exami-
nation of Title III of the Violence Against Women Act in Light of Current Critiques of 
Civil Rights, 3 COLUM. J. GENDER & L. 549 (1993). 
14. Human Rights Watch, A Modern Form of Slavery: Trafficking of Burmese 
Women and Girls into Brothels in Thailand (New York, Human Rights Watch 1993); 
Licia Brussa, Survey on Prostitution, Migration and Traffic in Women: History and Cur-
rent Situation, Strasbourg, Council of Europe (1991); Nora V. Dernleitner, Forced Pros-
titution: Naming an International Offense, 18 FORDHAM INT'L L.J. 163-97 (1994). 
15. Gender gap in wages in US. Historical Income Tables - Women's Earnings 
as a Percentage of Men's Earnings by Race and Hispanic Origin: 1960 to 1999 
<http://www.census.gov/hhes/income/histinc/p40.htrnl>; Supplemental Income Inequality 
Tables: Table IE-2, Measures of Individual Earnings Inequality for Full-Time, Year-Round 
Workers by Sex: 1967 to 1999 <http://www.census.gov/hhes/income/histinc/ie2.html>. 
16. Promises, Promises: "Choices for Women" in Canadian and American 
Child Care Policy Debates, 22 FEMINIST STUD. 141 (1996). 
17. See Evelyn Nakno Glenn, Cleaning Up/Kept Down: A Historical Perspec-
tive on Racial Equality, 43 STAN. L. REV. 1333, 1335-36 (1991) (describing historically 
the work experiences for women of color); Mary Romero, Day Work in the Suburbs: The 
Work Experience of Chicana Private Housekeepers, in LATINA ISSUES: FRAGMENTS OF 
HISTORIA (Ella) (Herstory) (Antoinette Sedillo Lopez ed., 1999); Denise Segura, Labor 
Market Stratification: The Chicana Experience, in LATINA ISSUES: FRAGMENTS OF 
HISTORIA (Ella) (Herstory) (Antoinette Sedillo Lopez ed., 1999) 
18. Families in poverty areas were nearly twice as likely as those elsewhere to 
have a female householder (29 percent versus 13 percent) 
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The international feminist movement has been instrumental in 
pointing out injustices and advocating that they be remedied. However, 
their advocacy has been challenged as, at a minimum insensitive to cul-
ture, at its worst western imperialism. 19 International law has been criti-
cized for ignoring women's voices20 and for being insufficiently sensitive 
to issues of race21 and culture.22 Women of color find themselves in a 
unique position when confronting international law issues such as femi-
nism,23 race, culture, and human rights. That is, as women we are aware 
of oppression and the need to work for human rights for women. How-
ever, as members of distinct cultural groups we experience western cul-
tural hegemony as we struggle to preserve our cultural values.24 
The United Nations has responded to global concerns and at-
tempted to focus attention on injustice toward women and racial minority 
groups. The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) provides for universal human rights for women.25 
<http://www.census.gov/socdemo/www/povarea.html>; see also PRESS BRIEFING ON 
1999 INCOME AND POVERTY ESTIMATES, Dr. Daniel H. Weinberg, Chief, Housing 
and Household Economic Statistics Division U.S. Census Bureau 
<http://www.census.gov/hhes/income/income99/prs00asc.html>. 
19. The irony of dominant feminist theory, however, is that while it has shed 
light on patriarchy and limited worldviews of using only male perspectives, and while it 
has tried to open itself up to the voices of women of color, it has had difficulty with its 
own version of ethnocentrism. Feminist ethnocentrism is a very subtle issue and difficult 
to discuss. However, as feminists address global issues and issues of importance to people 
of color, its limits become more obvious and potentially more dangerous. We have an 
obligation to examine our own biases. 
20. Feminist Approaches to International Law, 85 AM. J. INT'LL. 613, 621-43 
(1991) (arguing that traditional international law ignores women's voices). 
21. Ediberto Roman, A Race Approach to International Law: ls There a Need 
for Yet Another Critique of International Law? 33 U.C. DAVIS L. REV. 1519 (2000). 
22. Roger J.R. Levesque, Sexual Use, Abuse and Exploitation of Children: 
Challenges in Implementing Children's Human Rights, 60 BROOK. L. REV. 959 (1994); 
Ronald J. Krotoszynski Jr., Bridging Society, Culture, and Law: The Issue of Female 
Circumsion: Building Bridges and Overcoming Barricades: Exploring the Limits of Law 
as an Agent of Transformational Social Change, 47 CASE W. RES. L. REV. 423 (1997). 
23. Feminist theory has been a vibrant addition to academic discourse. It has 
raised consciousness, questioned prevailing assumptions and brought important perspec-
tives into standard canons. It is widely accepted as a legitimate field of academic dis-
course and outstanding feminist theorists are reaping the rewards of becoming respected 
academics in their chosen field. Grassroots feminist advocates have had a tremendous 
impact in improving women's lives. Feminists have moved to the international stage and 
have made an important impact. The movement will be strengthened by adding to voices 
of women of color from around the world. 
24. See Gloria Valencia Weber & Christine Zuni, Women's Rights as Interna-
tional Human Rights: Domestic Violence and Tribal Protection of Indigenous Women in 
the United States, 69 ST. JOHN'S L. REV. 69 (1995) 
25. The Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDA W) <http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/elcedaw.htm>. 
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CEDA W attempts to address the problems of discrimination on the basis 
of race.26; however, the organization insufficiently addresses the needs of 
women of color around the world. The desire to respect unique cultural 
values further complicates the fight for advocacy on behalf of women of 
color. I believe that women of color experience this tension vividly be-
cause we experience the need for human rights, the desire to eliminate 
racism and the need to nurture our cultures. 
I have proposed a method of comparative analysis that respects 
culture by contextualizing analysis of women's issues.27 I believe that we 
can help women around the world improve their lives while retaining their 
cultural values and identity. We can use comparative law as a tool to help 
identify laws that successfully address women's needs and those that do 
not.28 Comparative theory does not posit an evaluation of the law deter-
mining which law or legal system is "better." Rather, comparative theory 
can illuminate differences based on systemic and cultural diversity.29 
Understanding these differences can help us understand how best to use 
law to improve women's lives. 
When I travel, teach, live and work in Mexico I am very aware that 
while I look like my Mexican sisters, I am very different in my cultural 
context. In the United States I feel like a Mexican.30 But in Mexico, I 
definitely feel like an American.31 The ironies of not fitting in as an An-
glo American do not escape me. However, I find that I notice how 
26. International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination, G.A. Res. 2106A, U.N. GAOP, 20th Sess., Supp. No. 14, at 47, U.M. Doc. 
A/6014 (1965) (hereinafter CERD) <http://www.unhchr.ch/html/menu3/b/d_icerd.htm>. 
27. Antoinette Sedillo Lopez, Comparative Analysis of Women's Issues: To-
ward a Contextualized Methodolgy, 10 HASTINGS WOMEN'S L. J. (1999). 
28. Id.; Nora V. Demleitner, Combatting Legal Ethnocentrism: Comparative 
Law Sets Boundaries, 31 ARIZ. ST. L.J. 737 (1999) (describing ways postmodemism, law 
and race, feminism and economics theories can be used by comparativists to help in un-
derstanding different legal systems). 
29. Nora V. Demleitner, Combatting Legal Ethnocentrism: Comparative Law 
Sets Boundaries, 31 ARIZ. ST. L.J. 737, 762 (1999). 
30. See, e.g., Latinos in the United States: History, Law and Perspective (ed-
ited anthology with Introduction) (1995 Garland Publishing); Volume I, HISTORICAL 
THEMES AND IDENTITY: MESTIZAJE AND LABELS; Volume II, LATINA ISSUES: FRAGMENTS 
OF HISTORIA (ELLA) (HERSTORY) (soft cover edition 1999); Volume III, CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
AND LATINO COMMUNITIES; Volume IV, LATINO EMPLOYMENT, LABOR ORGANIZATION 
AND IMMIGRATION; Volume V, LATINO LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION: COMMUNICATION AND 
A DREAM DEFERRED; Vofome VI, LATINO LAND GRANTS, HOUSING AND POLITICAL POWER 
(Antoinette Sedillo Lopez ed., 1995); Antoinette Sedillo Lopez, Evolving Indigenous Law: 
Navajo Marriage: Cultural Traditions and Modern Challenges, 17 U. ARIZ. J.INT'L & 
COMP L. 283 (2000). 
31. No matter what our status in the academy, and within the United States, on 
a global level we are privileged as citizens of the United States. Our immigrant sisters can 
open our eyes to the many things we take for granted as United States citizens. 
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women are treated differently in both countries. My status as "other" in 
both countries helps me see things about each culture that are invisible to 
those within the culture. However, I cannot pretend to speak for my sis-
ters in Mexico. I am not one of them. While I can interact with them, 
learn from them, partner with them, I will always be an American-a 
gringita to them. 
Gloria Andalzua uses the concept of "borderlands" as a metaphor to 
describe the multiple consciousness of women of color.32 Inhabitants of 
the borderlands internalize multiple sources of oppression and have mul-
tiple perspectives. While living in the borderlands can be challenging, it 
can also be the source of strength, power and problem solving. Because 
inhabitants of the "borderlands" can perceive multiple perspectives, we 
can be good comparativists. 
Academics of color are developing international theories that strike 
a balance between western concepts of universal rights and respect for 
culture. In addition, they are pointing out the shortcomings of liberal 
western thought 33 and proposing theories that are more nuanced and sen-
sitive to the needs of marginalized and oppressed individuals.34 They take 
a look at the status of women of color from the bottom up. 
As feminists, we seek a world where women can develop to their 
fullest potential. We _seek a world where all women's voices and perspec-
tives blossom and contribute to society. What are the minimum require-
ments for women to thrive? Using the insights from critical race femi-
nism and contextual comparative theory, global advocates can minimize 
ethnocentrism and understand how best to advocate for an improvement 
in women's lives. 35 A contextu.al comparative theory can be used to see 
32. See GLORIA ANZALDUA, BORDERLANDS/LA FRONTERA: THE NEW MESTIZA 
(1987); GLORIA ANZALDA, MAKING FACE, MAKING SOUL: HACIENDO CARAS: CREATIVE 
AND CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES BY FEMINISTS OF COLOR (1990). 
33. See ELIZABETH V. SPELMAN, INESSENTIAL WOMAN: PROBLEMS 
OF EXCLUSION IN FEMINIST THOUGHT, at ix (1988) (stating that the endeavor of 
defining "women as women" or "sisterhood across boundaries" is the "trojan- horse of 
western feminist ethnocentrism"). 
34. For examples of critical race theory scholarship, see generally CRITICAL 
RACE THEORY: THE KEY WRITINGS THAT FORMED THE MOVEMENT (Kim-
berle Crenshaw et al. eds., 1995); Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, Race, Reform, and Re-
trenchment: Transformation and Legitimation in Antidiscrimination Law, 101 HARV. L. 
REV. 1331 (1988). 
35. See Elvia Arriola, Voices From the Barbed Wire of Dispair: Women in the 
Maquiladoras, Latina Critical Legal Theory, and Gender and the U.S. Mexico Border, 49 
DEPAUL L. REV. 729 (2000). For examples of critical race feminism, an offshoot of criti-
cal race theory, see generally CRITICAL RACE FEMINISM: A READER (Adrien Kath-
erine Wing ed., 1997); Leila Hilal, What is Critical Race Feminism?, 4 BUFF HUM. RTS. 
L. REV. 367 (1997) (reviewing CRITICAL RACE FEMINISM: A READER (Adrien 
Katherine Wing ed., 1997)). 
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how women's rights work or do not work around the world. It can help us 
answer questions like why does Mexico have an Equal Right Amendment 
but outlaw abortion? Does protective legislation limit or improve 
I • • ?36 women s opportumtles . 
The Convention for the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women37 and the Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD)38 are two International Documents that have po-
tential as tools of advocacy and education in addressing the needs of 
women of color in the United States and around the world.39 The United 
States has never adopted CEDA W and recently adopted the CERD with 
substantial reservations, 40so in the United States, they serve only as tools 
of advocacy regarding international standards. In advocating for women's 
rights around the world, a global critical race feminist comparative ap-
proach can help advocates use these international documents as tools of 
effective advocacy to improve women's lives across cultures while mini-
mizing feminist ethnocentrism. 
The most obvious limitation of the CEDA W for all women in this 
country is the United States' failure to ratify it. Nonetheless, it can still be 
used as a tool of advocacy as an international norm. The CEDA W at-
tempts to create a universal standard for women's rights. The CEDAW 
prohibits discrimination "in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil 
or any other field" .41 In addition, it requires states "to take all appropriate 
measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish existing laws, regu-
lations, customs and practices which constitute discrimination against 
36. Antoinette Sedillo Lopez, Two Legal Constructs of Motherhood: "Protec-
tive" Legislation in Mexico and the United States, 1 S. CAL. REV. L. & WOMEN'S STUD. 
239 (1992) (comparing protective legislation in Mexico and the United States). 
37. U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW), Dec. 18, 1979, G.A. Res. 34/180 (entry into force Sept. 3, 
1981). 
38. The United Nations General Assembly unanimously adopted the Conven-
tion Against Discrimination in 1965. Signed by the United States in 1966, it was not rati-
fied until 1994. With its ratification, the United States took Reservations Understandings 
and Declarations which limit the rights and obligations flowing from the treaty. 
39. International law can be used in the courts in litigation as a direct applica-
tion of a treaty to which the U.S is a party, as an interpretive guide, and as customary 
international law. In forums outside of litigation, International law is an international 
measuring stick to determine how a country's law and society compares to international 
norms and in Congress, legislatures, in agencies and the media; see Anne Fagan Ginger, 
The Energizing Effect of Enforcing a Human Rights Treaty, 32 DEPAUL L. REV. 1431 
(1993) . 
40. See Connie de la Vega, Civil Rights During the 1990's: New Treaties 
Could Help Immensely, 65 U. CIN. L. REV. 423 (1997). 
41. U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) Art. 2(t), Dec. 18, 1979, G.A. Res. 341180 (entry into force 
Sept. 3, 1981). 
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women" and grant women rights to be free from discrimination in the 
family.42 Article five requires states to make efforts to change their cul-
ture where necessary to protect women's rights.43 Many nation states, 
particularly those with the worst records in women's rights, took reserva-
tions to the convention.44 Because the Convention requires nation states 
to change their culture to eliminate the idea of superiority or inferiority of 
the sexes, global advocates should learn to understand cultural context. 
Only by understanding cultural context can the document be used to teach 
women about the need for a change in culture. Cultures are fluid, but 
lasting change comes from within a culture not from outside. 
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination has been interpreted in ways that may limit its usefulness in 
advocating for women of color. As many women of color have pointed 
out, anti-discrimination law posits formal equality. That is it insists that 
all be treated evenly, but does not take into account unique situations 
faced by women of color. Feminists of color have described the intersec-
tion between race, gender and class in the subordination of women. Using 
the theories developed by African American feminists, Lisa Crooms has 
identified the ways in which the Convention Against Racial Discrimina-
tion might be used to abandon the principles of formal equality and the 
diversity of ways in which people of color are discriminated against and 
disadvantaged.45 By using theories of women of color to interpret the 
document, Professor Crooms offers ways of expanding its usefulness in 
advocacy. 
In using both the CERD and CEDA W as tools of advocacy to ad-
dress subordination issues facing women around the world, the approach I 
have suggested in comparative legal analysis can help to understand the 
most appropriate use of these documents as tools of education and of ad-
vocacy. 
The first step is to examine and understand the cultural context. 
Prior to any type of advocacy or education, one should review history, 
literature, ethnography, interview and personal experiences. In addition, 
demographic, social and educational data can enhance understanding of 
42. Id. at Art. 16. 
43. Id. at Art. 5(a). 
44. For example, Bangladesh, Egypt, Iraq, Morocco, Libya, and Singapore 
have reserved from Articles 2 and 16 of the Women's Convention while Tunisia and Ku-
wait have reserved from Article 16; see Meeting of the States Parties to the Convention of 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 9th mtg., Provisional 
Agenda Item 7, at 13-39, U.N. Doc.CEDAW/SP/1996/2 (1996). 
45. Lisa A. Crooms, Indivisible Rights and Intersectional Identities or "What 
do Women's Human Rights have to do with the Race Convention?", 40 How. L.J. 619 
(1997). 
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the country and culture in which the international documents will be 
used.46 
The second step is to understand the legal context. In some coun-
tries legal reform is accomplished primarily through legislation; in others, 
the executive/administrative branch is most responsible. In some, the 
court system can be an effective mechanism to accomplish legal reform. 
In some countries, legal reform may have more of an impact on the citi-
zenry's lives than in others. In countries where legal reform is unlikely to 
affect the citizen's lives, educational programs are likely to more effective 
so resources should be put there. In most countries both educational and 
legal reform are necessary to change views about women's roles. 
Finally, insights from critical race theory, feminism, cultural stud-
ies are helpful in considering how best to pursue an agenda for women. 47 
The main lesson is that the women and minority groups within the culture 
should define for themselves the reforms that are necessary to improve 
their lives.48 Many of the lessons from critical race theory, feminism and 
cultural studies center around self- determination and education.49 Further 
a global critical feminist approach can help identify issues that might oth-
erwise be overlooked. 
In using the CEDAW and the CERD to advocate to improve lives, 
we should not impose our values on others . Rather, we should help to 
empower them to chart their futures for themselves. International advo-
cacy can help us band together across different political, cultural and ra-
cial contexts to identify our collllllon quest for improving the quality of 
life and seeking justice for all and ensuring that women have the opportu-
nity to thrive and create meaningful lives for themselves. 
46. Sedillo Lopez at 353-354. 
47. Sedillo Lopez at 357. 
48. See, e.g, Strengthening What Remains, 7 KAN. J.L.& PUB. PoL'Y 17 (1997); 
Adrien Katherine Wing, A Critical Race Feminist Conceptualization of Violence: South 
African and Palestinian Women, 60 ALB. L. R.Ev. 943 (1997). 
49. Id. 
